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THE APPLICATION OF HUMAN RELATIONS RESEARCH TO ADMINISTRATION

Nehemiah Jordan

The RAND Corporation

Those who have tried to apply the results of academic ressearch on
human relations to real life problems in organizations are well awvare of
the pitfalls that bestrew this path. These pitfells have at times had so
undesirable an effect that the opinion is voiced, occasionally in print
but more often after a cocktaill or two, that academic research is inapplica-
ble, is irrelevant. But this may be the throwing of the baby out with the
bath. There are very good reasons why the results of academic research
cannot bde simply applied to line organizations. Many of the pitfalls met
with in their application stem directly from not taking these rea:sons into
account.

The purpose of this paper is threefold; an attempt will be made to:

A

I.Jspell out at least some of the reacons vhich make the simple

application of acedemic research difficult;

e e /

II. ¥show that this research, even as it is, can be of help to
administrators q

III. st a vay of facilitating communication between administra-

1. THE GAP BETWEEN ACADEMIC RESEARCH AND ITS PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS

tors and academic investigators to their mtual benefit

At least three reasons seem to stand out as important contributors to
the difficulties met with vhen men of good will attempt to apply the results
. ( 8 of research in academic human relations laboratories to live situations.
They stem from:
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1. The goals of the academic investigator.
I ) 2. The analytical techniques used in academic investigations.
3. The research settings and research problems available in

universities.

1. The Goals of the Academic Investigator
The liberal arts college, vhere most of the research in human relations

takes place, is by and large dedicated to 'pure research'. Pure research
is abstract-theory-oriented and attempte to answer ultimate questions as
to the nature of the world. It is, as a result, rarely oriented to solve
specific every-day probleme. Just es the laboratories studying physical
phencmens, attempt to set up ‘ideal’ situations that are never met with in
the world at large in order to identify the laws of physics, so do the
social-psychologists who try to study human relations. They too try to
sct up ideal situations, uncontaminated by many of the contingent factors
to be found in real life, to enable them to identify and quantify the laws
of humon relations.

Society has to pay a price for this kind of research in 'sterile, anti-
sceptic' laboratories. The results of this research, be it in the physical
or psychological domasins, camnnot simply or directly be applied to specific
problems in the every day world. The formule showing that an atom bomdb
was possible was enunciated by Einstein in the first decade- of our century.
It took more than three decades and the threat of a war to translate this
formula into an actual atom bomd. Many of the disappointments and frustra-
tions encountered in applying academic research to real life situations can
be traced to an overenthusisasm of both the academic investigators and the
mectitioners. It takes much work and often a long time before that which
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is found to hold in an academic laboratory can be efficiently applied to a
real life situation.

The goal of academic investigators determines to a very great extent
the analytical techniques used in academic research. And this leads us
directly to the second reason.

2. The Analytical Techniques Used in Academic Research

The classical model of laboratory research is the essence of simplicity.
In order to identify the laws underlying observed phenomeno one mmst first
ldentify the factors which affect the phenomena studied. Then one must
set up 8 laboratory situation containing these factors in such a manner that
the exmerimenter cen control them. Once this is achieved the experimenter
varies the factors systamatically and records the effects of this controlled
variation. To the extent that these effects can be reduced to some logical
order, laws of natwre are identified.

This has worked excellently for the physical sciences. In attempting
to apply this model to the social sciences, investigators ran into a serious
difficulty. Although it is often possible to set up e laboratory situation
containing meny of the factors affecting social phenomens, it is generally
impossible to exercise the kind of control achievable in a physical lsborae-
tory. It is genmerally possible to vary one or two factors systematically,
but it i3 almost never possidble to keep the others constant. In ‘order to
rmitig.te the uncontrolled variation of these other factors the social
acientist has had to take recourse to statistics.

Acein o price has to be paid., ftatistics enables the investigrtor to
formulate general laws of a special sort. These laws tale the following

form: {f for a given situation a person will take an action A, he can
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expect on the everuge thot it will lead to the result B. The academic

investigator is geacrally satisfied with such results and he goes on to
explore other problems which iuterest him. But statistical laws, by their
very nature, cannot precict the outcome in individuml cases, end the mana-
ger of a real life orpanization is alweys confronted with an individual
case. The statistical law cannot tell him, for his particular problem,

how far he actually will deviate from the average outcome ani how costly
that will be. It is often the case that because of contingent circumstances
to be found in a particular situation the law found in academic laboratories
should not be applied for that situation.

<, The Research 3ettings and Research Previems Aveilalle in the Unsversities

3ocicl science laboratories arse af 2 distinct disadvarntgge vhen compared
12 the laboratorics of the plgysicol sciences in tiis crea. Despiie the
fact thet the piysical laboratories set up 'ideal' situations not to be
found outsile the laboretory, the phycical microcoom of the letoratory is
esgentinlly identical with the physical maerocosm of the world at large.
This cdoos not old for psychologicul levorarories. The rgrchologicend
nizrocosm of the laboratory is jeaercily guib. different fray the psycho-
1ogical mecerocoam ol the world at lerpe. This Do tum sinpie reasons.
The overvhelming aumber of gubjects in psychological esperimentation on
huoan reliacions are undergroduste adolescent stuldents; they are svailsable
0 :he nvestigetors and relatively caslly coercible to Leeame cubjects.
In additlorn, mest of *he group tasks that con be set uyp within the confines
of a wivercity laboratary have the puychwlogical nature of o gane; that
i9, regaxdiccs of hov subjectis perform in tne lzboratory, this performance

will have a3 effect om their real lifc situation.
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It is dangerous to generalize from hov a person plays 'monopoly' to
hov he behaves as a manager of a real-estate investment firm. A profes-
siocoal gambler exhibits an entirely different style of playing vhen he plays

wvith his peers for 'fum', than vhen he plays vith a 'pigeon’' for business.
Many factors that play a very important role in real life which involve an
individual's econamic future, his social status, his self-respect, etc.,

E
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Just camot be introduced into most psychological experimentation. If

St

these are not taken adequately into account in applying the results of
academic research, the consequences may be quite undesirable. »
i{

Neverthelecas academic research should not be belittled. It enables

us to clarify concepts bty carefully obeerving the effect they have in the
controlled laboratory situations. Most of these concepts are not revolu-
tiooary. They generally underlie the actions of the successful administrator.

But he tends to follow them in an implicit intuitive manner, having neither

the time nor the facilities to make these concepts explicit. To the extent ;
that these concepts can be made explicit per se, as well as how they do *

affect organizational life, it will enable the administrator to function , §
more effectively. He will find himself in a bdetter position to objectively Z
evaluate the consequences of his actions. It is in making these concepts
explicit that academic research is already of use to the administrator.
Some significant concepts and their implications for effective administra-
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tion that have been identified Wy academic research will dbe presented and .
briefly discuseed in the next section of this paper.
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II. CONCEPTUAL CONTRIBUTIONS OF ACADEMIC RESEARCH ON HUMAN RELATIONS

A Groyp Atmosphere

In a series of what can now be called classical experiments, White and

Lippit(5) investigated the effect of different styles of leadership on the
behavior of small groups of children. These groups were given the task
of constructing masks for an exhibition. The group leaders, assigned by
the experimsnters, were trained to act in three roles: as ‘democratic’
leaders, as 'authoritarian' leaders, and as 'laissez faire' leaders.

When playing the 'democratic' role the leaders encouraged and facili-
tated the group to reach decisions on the masks to be mede and how to
organize the work. As 'autocrats' the leaders just told the children what
to do without any consultation on their part and without any explanstion
for thelr decigions. And finally, as 'laissez faire' leaders thcy just sat
back without intervening with the grouwp activities but Just answered ques-
tions if and vhen asked.

Every leader played each of the three roles for at least one group,
and every group was subJected to each type ol leadership. The type of
leadership generated an atmogphere which waus quite striking. Alwost all
the observable aspects of zroup functioning wvere affected in a striking
manner by this atmosphere. Individual differences, both among the leaders
anxi within the groups played a small role in the differences of behavior
that were observed.

Same of the major observed differences can be summarized, all too
insdequately, as follows: Oroups subjected to 'authoritarian' leadership
made many masks. They showed very little initigtive, however, and almost
alwmyc ctomped their work vhen the lecder left the room. In addition, the

ORI
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nasks they did produce were quite unimaginative; were quite dull, Under
‘democratic' leadership, the groups made a slightly smaller number of masks,
but the quality of masks were quite superior. The groups set their own

pace and worked industriously whether the leader was present or not, i.e.,
they vere self-motivated and the leader could depend upon them to do the

Job to the best of their ability spontaneously. With 'laissez faire' leader-
ship the group found the task dull and boring. They produced a small nunber
of relatively unimeginative masks, The significance of leadership upon
Zroup behavior and performance, and the many differeant subtle ways by

wvhich the leadership has its impact, has rarely been demonstrated in so
clear and brilliant a manner as in these cxperiments. By studying them
carefully we truly get a tangible feeling for what 'group atmosphere'!
actually is.

In these laboratory studies the leadership roles were presecribed by
the experimenters; in organizations the behavior of the leaders, of the
vosses and foremen, will, willy nilly, induce an atmosphere. All too
often this atmosphere is unknown to them and contrary to theilr intentions.
It is easy to find leaders who try to be 'demoeratic' but induce en
'authoritarian’ atmosphere; or who try to be 'muthoritarian' while inducing
a 'laissez faire' atmosphere. Things cannot go amoothly under such conditions,
The consequent frustrations and tensions of both the leader and uls group
cannot but generate organizational conflicts which cause an overall decrement
in organizational efficiency.

Group atmosphere is so general a concept that most, if not all, the
concepts to be discussed below can be considered to be special aspects of

it.
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2. Coxmitment

A person will administer a policy or do a job better if he is committed
to it. ilow does one achieve a greater degrec of commitment oun the part of
nembers of an organization?

One of the oot cifective ways of inducing camitment is Ly luvolving
the persons concerned either in formuating the policy or, more commonly,
in forrmlating those aspects in the policy implementation for which they
will be responsible. People will feel themselves comitted to policies to
the extent that they feel that they were given an opportunity to participate
in their formmulation. It is not necessary for them to take advantags of
this opportunity; all that {s needed is for them to feel that had they
wanted to, they could have.

It follows therefore that when it is desirable to introduce procedural
changes in & hierarchical organization, the specific changes should be
formulated, to the extent that it is feasidle, by the members of the lowest
hierarchy to be affected and then forwarded upward for approval. When an
administrator at eny hierarchical level approves & policy formulated from
belovw, he has the feeling that had he wished, he could have modified it,

i.e., he has 'freely' accepted it and it was not imposed upon him. This
feeling would be lacking were the identical policy to be handed to him
for implementation from above. The cammitment of the entire staff is
consequently creater to policies which they know were formlated at the
lover levels of the organization and which were reviewed and 'freely'
accepted by all concerned. This overall commitment would be maintained
despite many modifications of the procedures that higher echelon management
may introduce. (The next gection will touch upon the conditions under
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vhich lower echelon people are tolerant and acceptant of decisions coming
from above.)

In doing a specific Job individual commitment to the Job is directly
related to the degree of actual responsibility rflegated to him. If no
actual responsibility is delegated to a man, he cannot experience any
commitment to the job. And this responsibility must be really relegated.
It happens all too often that despite the delegation of formal responsi-
bility to an individual, his superiors do not trust him and express this

by overbearing supervision. Under these conditions farmel responsibility

i is meaningless; in fact it may create conflicts within the individual so :
" that his performance will be poorer than were he given no responsibility %
vhatsoever. %

In a fascinating account of how a textile factory using semi-automatic 1
production machines was introduced in India(Z) A. K. Rice of the Tavistock
Institute in london tells of the great impact upon efficiency in production E
vhich followed the real relegation of production responsidility to teams ¢
of five -- each team responsible for a group of machines. The teams, in b
turn, allocated responsibility to each individual within them. i

It is easier to induce individual commitment to the extent that the

morale or egprit de corps of the organization is high. And this leads us

to the next concept to be discussed.

3. Morale or esprit de corps
Research on morale, both in military and industrial organizationms,

X seens to lead to the not surprising conclusion that the level of morale is

{ most closely relnted to how the individuals fnvolved perceive the adminis-

trators wvhe heve pover over their destimy within the organitation. To the
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extent thet such administrotors are perceived as being fair and sble, morale
18 high.

An administrator ics perceived tc be fair if it is believed that before
making a decision he takes into account, to the best of his ability, the
interests of all those who will be affected by the decision. If an adminis-
trator is s0 perceived then individusls will tend to willingly accept
decisions even though they may harm them slightly. People are quite reason-
able when they have faith in the fairness and ability of the administrator;
they will accept the fact thaot the demands of the objective situation forced
the administrator to make a decision which has adverse effects upon them.
Since they believe that the administrator did weigh the interests of all
involved to the best of his ability then i1t follows that had he been able
to make another decision he would heve.

Finally, if an administrator is perceived as being feir, he is permitted
to meke a larger than averagze number of reasonable nistakes before being

perceived as incompetent,

L. Non-eveluative Feedback on an Individusl's Performance

This is & poor formulation of a principle which has caused much trouble
to those attempting to spply 1t. These words mear that in discussing the
performance of another person in relation to a specific organicational or
tean goal the objective efficacy of the performance for reaching the goal
should be evaluated, not the person per se. It is relatively eagy for two
intelligent people to reach a consensus about a concrete practical problem
vhich, so to speak, stares them in the face if persomal considerstions as

to vhether they are good or bad do not enter into the discussion. When

personalities enter a discussion this is generally accompanied by an

-y




energence of defensive behavior which masks the real intentions of the actor
and 1s consequently ruinous to effective problem solving. It is not bty
chance that the word ‘personclity' has evolved from the latin word . 'persona’
vhich means 'mask’.

The need for this type of objective feedback onone's performance grows
greater as our organizations become more camplex and the dependency among
individuals grows. The specific jobse assigned to individuals tend to con-
tribute less and less to the goals of our growing organizations as they
becoms more and more complex. It becomes difficult, if not impossible, for
an individual to objectively evaluate his strengths end wesknesses in his
contribution to the organizetion effort. Something he does well may be
vitiated by actions of the man who takes over after him; a mistake he makes
may be discovered so much later that it is difficult to identify its specific
cause. In order to be able to do their job efficiently and in order to dbe
able to improve themselves in their job, men need to know where they stand.

Lack of objective knowledge of one's performance leads t0 refusal to
sssume responsibility, passing the buck, window dressing, etc., leads to a
host of undesirable phencmens. For efficient organizational function it
becomes quite important to develop channels to feed back objective, non-
evaluative information on an individual's performence.

The problem of feedback is more inclusive than merely the individual's
performance. And this leads us to the next concept.

3. General Feedback end the Meaning of a Situation
People do not like to do meaningless jobs and/or be subjected to mean-

ingleses constraints. No person will deliberately ask another person to 4o
something the other does not understand. In training a person to do m job,

B YA S B e
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a good training program alwvays includes an explanation of the meaning of
the job. What is often neglected, however, is the fact that the meaning

of a Job or task per se is dependent to a very large extent upon its role
or meaning for the entire system or organi:ation in which it 1o embedded.
No matter how wvell an individual knows his specific job this knowledge is
olten useless unless he also knows how his job fits into the larger picture.
The neglect of this aspect is generally due to the fact that to the super-
visor or experienced person who teaches the novice, this kmovledge appears
to be self cvident. But this is often not so -- what is self evident to

an expert may be quite a mystery to a novice. il

Unless the novices are given reliadble information on the subject they
will formulate their own explanation which will most probably be wrong.

And this latter development can lead to troudble in human relations, especially
in times of change or crisis. When a person has o wrong model of things,

then the actions of others relating to these things appear to be either
meaningless or stypid. This causes misunderstanding and conflict. In
addition, as wmentioned earlier, & person will tend to accept constraints

if he sees them as being meaningful and fair, he will resent them if they

are not understood. There are many ways in vhich resentment can be expressed
Wy a groyp or team member, and almost always they are detrimental to the
group or to the team.

Since an organization 1s a Qynamic entity, i.e., it exists in a chang-
ing enviromment and is subject to its own internal changes, it ic preferable
that permanent channels of feedback exist that inform the members of the
organization of relevant changes that take place. Of course, 1f such
channels are perceived as being mansngement propaganda outlets, they will
have an undesirable rather than a desirable effect.

e
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Almost more than any other aspect of dbehavior, imaginative and creative
behavior are subject to the dictates or group atmosphere. This has been
eloquently argued Wy creative thinkers throughout time, since it wmg part
and parcel of their personal oxperience. In the 1890's the philosopher-
peychologlst Josiah Raycc(l‘) ingtructed groups of students to draw abstract
line dravings. To aame of the groupe hs added the suggestion to be imagina-
tive. These latter groups produced far more drawings numerically and of a
more complex nature qualitatively than did the group who were not reminded
to be imaginative.

Let us not jump to conclusions however. If creative behavior is sought,
1t is insufficient that it be just enunciated as & desirable policy. The
total organication muet Le such as to encourage and facilitate creative
behavior. And this is easier said than done.

A necessary, and perhaps sufticient, condition for generating creativity
is the creation of a setting that facillitates a type of critical discussion
rerely found nowvadays. We seem to have lost the knack of criticizing another
person‘s ideas objectively. Criticiam of another is generally perceived as
a statement that the other 1s stuypid. Since it is impolite to call another
person stupid, unless we wvigh to haru him, we tend to tone criticiem down
until it becomes ineffective or to interpret it as a personal attack. It
is only Wy subjecting ideas to a harash honest critique that the 'fool's
gold' among them will de differentiated from the real precious metal. But
aven more than that, living in the chnllenging and exciting enviromnent
gonerated Ly honest criticism sharpens individuals to formulate the most

precise idoas that they are capadble of.
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Wo recognize the lack of this atmosphere in eastablishing the 'bredin
storming' session. What is the definition of such a session? Aren't the
participants in such secssions told, either implicitly or explicitly, that
the ideas they are expected to toss out will not be perceived as their
considered Jjudgments s0 that they ought not take umbrage at criticism? Such
ssssions succeed only to the extent that the participants manage to overcome
the inhibitions imposed by the cultural atmosphere and do get involved in

a heated arpument, no holds barred.

7. The Role of Personnlity in Organi-zational Functions

It may be questioned why the concept of personality should be intro-
duced in the present context. After all, this is one concept which
organizations have accepted from the academic world and have applied in
various ways in attempts to solve administrative problems. There is an
opinion gaining ground, however, that were we able to add the accounts on
both sides of the ledger, we would find that the net effect of paying
attention t0 'personality' has been detrimentsl rather than beneficial.
'Personality' has been overused and misused. And this for several reasons.

Frst 1t must dbe rememdered both the tests measwring personality and
the relationships between the measurements and various kinds of performance
are bdbasod upon statistical analyses. Their predictive powver, their relia-
bility as guidelines for action in individusl cases or when an administrator
has to choose between a few people, is consequently quite tenuous. Now
add to this the creeping suspicion that the personality tests are basically
not valid, i.e., they certainly measure something but how that something
is related to personality is nebulous; Whyte's eritique in ‘The Organization
Man' (6)  of the use of personality tests ty industry is very well taken.
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It i therefore reasonables to suspect and doubt the extent to vhich adminis-
trators should depend upon personality teste in making administrative decisions
concerning people.

Secondly, even were the tests valid and an ideal person for a given alot
could, in theory, be found, for most organizations this would be fumctionally
impossible. They Jjust do not have a pool of people large enough from which
to selext the ideal personality. They have to learn to meke do with vhat
they have. Although it assuages his ego it the administrator can sit back,
vhen things go wrong, and sigh to himself: 'Damn these personalities; if
I only had the right guy for the job", it certainly is of no use in solving
the problems that exist. To achieve an efficient organitation the adminis-
trator has to 60 gtructure the Jobs to be done, that the psople he is stuck
with ¢an hack it well. This is not too difficult; this 1c actually done
every time an adninistrator solves a knotty contlict in his organication,
even though later, when he sits back to contemplate snd evaluate his actions,
he may again sigh yearningly for the ideal personality end order the purchase
of the nowest edition of a well publicized personality test. And this leads
us directly to the third, final, and probably moast important point.

Caroful, controlled obscrvation of experimental groups attempting to
achieve a comnon goal has forced investigators to the conciusion that
peraonality conflicts are generally symptoms rather than causes. They are
the syrptoms of dirficulties which the groups have with objective problems
that they cannot solve and which hamper the achievement ot their goal. In
a paper preseunted at the 1901 American Pgychological Association annual
meetings Jensen, Jordan, and Terebinsiy(1) argued that personality reared

its ugly head only to the extent that the team could not solve its objective
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difficulties. When a toam meomber would propose a working solution people would
forget their personality difficulties and try the solution out.

Of course, once personality conflicts do develop they can have a seri.
ous effect upon the organization, primarily dbecause they can act as a red
harring and distract those involved from identifying the real, effective
cause of the difficulties. An excellent example of how peraonality conflicts
can becloud issues is given in a paper Ly Kurt Lewin entitled: 'The 5
Solution of a Chronic Conflict in Industry".(a) What appeared to all as 5
being a severe personality conflict between a forelady and the chief mechanic
in a clothing mamufacturing plant turned out to be the consequence of a
poorly defined allocation of responsibilities which led to difficultfes in
repairing machine breakdowns. Given half a chance mest people, despite large
personality and ability differences, will learn to work together efficiently
and then will learn to enjay cach other.

II1. BRIDGING THE OAP BETWREN ACADEMIC RESEARCH AND IT'S PRACTICAL

It vas mentioned earlier that the gap between laboratory results and
their application in real life is not restricted to the social sciences dut
is aleo true for the physical sciences. Yet there is no great prohlem in
applying the results of academic research in the physical aciences to the
needs of industry and the govermment. This is the result of the development

At i 03 ey

‘ of a large and highly competent, experienced, mediating profession -- thw

i enginsers. Chemical engineers, mechanical engineers, electronic engineers, !
¢ ote., are, as a profession, at hame both with the basic ressarch done in

‘ the universities and the actual needs and realities of the line organi:zations.

The social sciences lack a similar profession. True, socinl scientists

S
.

are playing s greater and greater role in industry and government and a
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social engineering profession is slowly emerging. But it is growing up like
Topsy, it 1s developing in an unplanned manner. This is a rather inefficient
way of doing things. A reasoned plan, even though it moy be mistoken in
many ways, is generally more efficient in getting things done then letting
'nature’ toie its course unaided. Stars should be taken to set up a viable
soclal engineering profession as svon cs possible. Industry, government,

and the interested professional disciplines should organize a social engineers
ing curriculun in the American collepes and universities, modelled after the
physical engireering cwrricula. It should lead to a terminal Bachelor or
Master degree -- not a Doctorate -- and turn out people who are at home

both in the world of the academic investigetor and the precticel adminigtra-
tor. The prime responsibility of these engineers will be to eliminate the
pitfalls and difficulties to be found in the present attempts of applying
scademic research. In addition, such a profession can have another impor-
tant impact, it can revitalize many aspects of contemporary academic
thinking and research in the social sciences.

The gap between practical problems and basic research has affected the
nature of the dbasic research. Unfortunately, many of the problems which
intrigue the university investigators are inapplicable and irrelevant as
far ag the administrator is concerned. He is not altogether wrong in his
criticiam. Many of the problems confronting the administrator are as
challenging, are as exciting as are the most so-called profound problems
in basic theory. If omnly they could be communicated to the academic inves-
tigator in a language vhich would excite his interest. This the administra-
tor cannot do effectively. DBut this a social engineer would probably do
most effectively since one of his main areas of speciali-cation would be the
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speaking and understanding of two langusges, the language of the academician
b and the language of the administrator.

With this we see something that is rather common vhen proposing solutions
to eocial problems -- wvhat appears to be a good solution for one problem can,
upon closer consideration, be seen to serve as a solution for other, seemingly
independent problems as well. A social unit is generally a complex, inter-
dependent whole. A problem in such a unit is & result of some underlying
dislocation and hence is generally a symptom among other symptoms. A good
solution by going beyond the aymptom is therefore found to have a greater
over-all effectiveness than originally expected.
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